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ABSTRACT 

Although children left at home without adult 
supervision may function very well, studies have shown potential 
problems with self-care and latchkey children. This study 
investigated the attitudes of 30 employed parents in New York whose 
first or third grade children were regularly left home alone after 
school. The 20-question survey covered such areas as parents' 
perceptions of their children's ability to take care of themselves, 
use of older siblings as caregivers, activities the child was allowed 
to engage in while home alone (such as television viewing or playing 
outside), availability of outside help in case of emergency, 
satisfaction with the latchkey arrangement, and opinions on 
after-school programs. Results indicated that while most parents 
perceived child self-care as a positive experience for their 
children, most felt guilty, concerned, or ambivalent about leaving 
their children home alone. Respondents were also dissatisfied with 
the local school-based after-school program. In terms of common 
activities while home alone, most children were not allowed outside 
but were allowed to watch television for entertainment. (The report 
concludes with a discussion of important aspects of a positive 
after-school program. Contains 8 references.) (EV) 
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I. 

Introduction 

ACthough advances in technoCogy may have 
changed out Cives, the need for traditionaC parenting 
has not changed as moYe women enter the woYhfoYce 
and with rising numheY of singCe-j)aYent homes the 
avaiCahiCity and quaCity of Catchhey and chdd caYe is a 
gYeat imj)OYtance out countYy in terms of the impact on 
the education of these chddren. from ohseYvation , a 
gveat numheY of out chddren in grades 1-3 are taken 
home hy oCder sihdngs. T he Cives of our chddren have 
changed dramatic aCCy in the Cast decade. OCder sib Cings 
are beginning to take on the roCe parents had. 3~Cow are 
these chddren functioning as parent substitutes? 



j According to Congressman Jauke (1988) there are 
8.2 mdCion chddren under age 5 with working mothers 
and about 18.3 mdCion chddren from age of 5-14 with 
working mothers. dCe estimated that as many as 5 ~io 
mdCion chddren under the age of 13 come home every 
schooC day to no aduCt supervision. According to 'Robert 
L. VeCCampo and Diana S. VeCCampo (1995, page 8 ) our 
society expects parents to be responsibCe for the 
chddren. Most jobs are scheduCedfrom 8:00 to 5:00, 
which means that it is possibCe for chddren to be aCone 
for appro ximateCy one hour in the morning to two or 
three hours in the afternoon. 



According to some studies aCtfiougfi some of the 
cfiddren Ceft at home without any aduCt supervision 
functioned very good, studies also show that seCfcare 
can create a risky and negCectfuC situation for the 
chiCdren. 'VandeCC and Corasanity (1988, page 12) 
specuCated about potentiaC effects that Catchkey 
situation may have on a chiCds academic, emotionaC, 
sociaC and behavior aC deveCopment. In reference to the 
academic he stated that a Catchkey chiCd may have 
poorer grades because of the absence of direct 
supervision with respect to emotionaC sphere because the 
Catchkey chiCd spends more time aCone, this may resuCt 
in feedng of Cone Ciness, sadness, fearfuCness and 
isoCation . die aCso stated that the Catchkey chiCdren may 
not be given the opportunity to sociadze. This aCso couCd 
prevent the chiCd from deveCoping adequate sociaC skiCCs. 
Evidence has shown that there is a price to pay by 
chiCdren for seCfcare . . There is an increased sense of 
fear, vuCnerabidty to peer pressure and Cater on the 
greatest CikeCihood of substance abuse. 

In one of the few urban studies with a reCativeCy 
Carge sampCe, the age of the chiCd in seCfcare was the 
greatest predictor of chiCdren's fear. ( RoCand, 'Robinson 
&CoCeman, 1986) Of the parent surveyed, 51% of those 
who reported their chiCdren to be fearfuC and 
apprehensive about the Catchkey arrangement had 
kinder gartners to 3rd graders. They are afraid of noises 
and break-ins. They are afraid of emergencies with the 
house that they might not be abCe to handCe. They tend 
to watch too much unsupervised teCevision that wiCC 
oftenpromote fear. 
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Often parents do not permit friends to come over 
for fear of fighting or accidents and for the 
responsiBiCity for someone eCse's chiCd. JAs a resuCt the 
Catchkey chiCd often feeCs isolated, h or ed and rejected. 



JKs Lynette andT. J. Long point out in "The jCandBoo k 
for Latchkey ChiCdren and their Tarents " On the whoCe , 
Latchkey chiCdren spend more time aCone and Cess time 
with their friends, yet the LCementary schooC years are 
a time when children Learn how to interact with others. 

Tiaget caCCs the period Between the ages of 7-12 the 
concrete operational stage. JA t this time chiCdren are 
interested in their achievements and seCf worth. In 
order to judge their seLf worth chiCdren need their peers 
for comparison. "These chiCdren needroCe modeCs , 
friends and opportunities for exp Cor at ion and 
experiences that aCCow them to find their pCace in the 
world. 

JKs the chiCdren enter adoCescence there is a need 
for independence and more responsihidty. young aduCts 
are vuCneraBCe to Both positive and negative influences 
(Marx, 1989, page 4). It is at this time compared to 
students who were under constant aduCt supervision, 
those who were in seCf -care for more than ten hours per 
week were twice as CikeCy to smoke Marijuana. 
('Richardson, Dwyer, McCjuigan, 3 -Cans en. Dent, 
Johnson, Sussman, Brannon ,fCay 1989, page 9)- 
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In a nationab survey of parents ancC teachers (Tbarris, 
1988 page 7) a majority of teachers saicCthat the major 
reason children have difficubty in schooC is that they are 
isoCatecC and back supervision after schoob. 



Method 

'The subjects surveyed were 30 working 
mothers from two schooCs in the 'Bronx. The parents 
worked either fuCC time or part time. In order to 
estahdsh whether subjects had experienced Catchkey 
arrangement the teachers conducting the survey 
observed who was responsibCe for picking up their first 
and third grade students at dismissal Jrom the two 
Cocations we were fortunate to have thirty parents who 
were wiCCing to compCete the survey for us. 

Trocedure 

JA. survey consisting of twenty questions were 
distributed to each participants. There was a cover 
better attached which expCainedwhy we are conducting 
the survey. It aCso stated that participants shouCdnot 
incCude their names or any per sonaC information on the 
survey. The survey was compbeted over a two week 
period. Responses were coCCected and anaby zed by the 
two teachers conducting the survey. 

Resubts 

Question 1. Do you work? 70% of the parents worked at 
beast 40 hours per week and 30 worked at beast 15 hours 

per week. 



Question 2. JVhat time cCo you Ceave for work? Of the 
totaC number of participants surveyed 56.7% Ceave home 
Before 7'30 a.m., Ceaving the chiCdren to Coch up the 
house and prepare their own Breakfast. Tarents stated 
that their chiCdren cannot Be dropped off at schooC 
Because the schooCs are not opened Before 8:00 a.m. 
Question 3. What time do you get home? 93 * 3 % got home 
By 6 TM. 23.3% got home By 4 TM and 13*3% got home By 

9 TM. 

Question 4. 3-Cow many chiCdren do you have? Of the 
thirty participants we surveyed 26.67 had 3 or more 
chiCdren. 53.33 % had two chiCdren and 20% had one 
chiCd. 

Question 5. SAre your chiCdren registered in a schooC 
setting? 30% of the parents stated that their chiCdren 
were attending daycare . 70% were enroCCedin 
TCementary schooC or Junior J-Cigh. 

Question 6. Vo your oCder chiCdren take care of your 
younger chiCd? 40 % of the parents survey ed stated that 
the oCder siBCings care for the younger chiCd. 

Question 7. JAre any of your chiCdren aBCe to care for 
themseCves? 60% stated that the chiCdren were capaBCe 
of caring for themseCves. 

Question 8. Vo you aCCow your chiCdren to pCay outside 
when you are not at home? 87% of the parents 
surveyed said no and 13% said yes. 
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Of those who said no: Tarents indicated that the area 
in which they Cive was not safe enough to have the 
chddren pCay outside without aduCt supervision. They 
aCso stated that they wouCdnot he ahCe to reach them if 
they were not in the house. 

Question 9. 'What do your chddren do after schooC? 

100% of the parents we surveyed said the chddren were 
responsihCefor compCeting their homework , doing chores 
and then they couCd watch TV One parent said that 
the chddren had enough to do to keep themseCves 
occupied. 

Question 10. JAre your chddren ahCe to handCe househoCd 
emergencies? Of the totaC number of participants 
surveyed 90% of the parents said that the chddren were 
capahCe of taking care of most emergencies. OnCy 10% 
said no. 

Question 11. JAre your reCatives , neighbors or friends 
avadabCe to assist the children in case of an emergency? 
83.3X0 of the parents surveyed said yes, someone was 
avadabCe in case the chddren needed heCp. 16.7X0 said 
that there was no famiCy or friend avadabCe to assist 
the chddren in case of an emergency. 

Question 12 JAre you satisfied with the present 
arrangements? 83.3X0 of the participant s surveyed said 
yes. 16.7X0 said Ho. Of those who said yes: The parents 
indicated that the chddren were much safer in the 
house. 




Question 13. AVouCdyou Be interested in a Before or after 
schooC program? 93.3% of the participants surveyed 
were interested in a Before or after schooC program. 

OnCy 6.7% said no. Of those who said yes, parents feCt 
that the morning programs wouCd Be much safer than 
the after schooC programs. 

Question 14. JKs a working parent do youfeeC 
comfortaBCe Ceaving your chiCdren without aduCt 
supervision? 90% of the mothers said no. 10% said yes. 
Tarents indicated that they Ceave their chiCdren By 
themseCves Because they have no choice. 'To them their 
joBs are essentiaC. 

Question 15. Vo you caCC home reguCarCy? 83.3% of the 
participants had access to a teCephone and couCd caCC 
home reguCarCy. 16.7% said they couCd onCy caCC home 
during their Break or Cunch time. 3-Cowever aCC the 
parents said that the chiCdren had their joB teCephone 
number and they couCd caCC them if there was an 
emergency. 

Question 16. CAre any programs avaiCaBCe in your 
neighborhood? 100% of the participants surveyed said 
there were a few programs avaiCaBCe in their 
neighborhood, however, they were too expensive. 

Question 17. JAre there any Before or after-schooC 
program avaiCaBCe at your chiCds schooC? 60% of the 
parents surveyed said yes. 40% said no. 
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Of those who said y es, parents vYicCicate.cC that their 
chddren weren't given enough incdvicCuaC heCj) in the 
after-schooC programs. They aCso feCt that there were 
far too many chiCcCren assigned to one teacher. One 
parent said that sometimes the teacher has up to three 
grade CeveCs in one cCass. The parents in generaCfeCt 
that the after schooC pr ogr am were not organized or 
structured. 

Question 18. Vo you set Omits on the amount of time 
your chiCd spends watching TV Before and after schooC? 
93.3% of the parents surveyed said no, onCy 6.7% said 
yes. Of the parents who said no on their responses, they 
feCt that the chddren Cook forward to watching TV 
after schooC. They aCso said as Cong as the homework 
was compCeted , the chiCcCren couCd watch their 
programs. 

Question 19. Vo you have enough time to help your 
chiCd with the homework? 80% of the mothers surveyed 
said yes and 20 % saidno. Some parents said they were 
getting home far too Cate. "When they get home they 
were too tired to assist the chddren with their 
homework. 

Question 20. 3Axe you avaiCaBCe and wiCCing to work as 
part of a v o Cunt eer parent group to assist in the 
p Canning and deveCopment of an after-schooC program? 
90% of the participants surveyed said yes , they wouCd 
Be wiCCing to create a program. 
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j According to some of t fie parents the present schooC 
programs need to be reconstructed so that the chddren 
can he hetter served ‘The 10% who said no, were in 
favor of a progrctm that works, hut were not avaiCahCe 
to participate in organizing it. 

Discussion 

The study was designed to investigate if these Catchkey 
chiCdren were capahCe of caring for themseCves. 

J According to the resuCts of the survey, an extremeCy 
Carge number of schooC-age chiCdren spend sever aC hours 
before and after schooC without aduCt supervision. 
JACthough most of the parents who participated in the 
survey , perceived chiCd seCf care as a positive 
experience for their chiCdren, there were others who 
found the arrangement convenient, however most of the 
parents feCt guiCty, concerned and amhivaCent about 
Ceaving their youngsters at home aCone. JA few parents 
said they have no choice. 

'When the parents were asked, " JAre any of the 
foCCowing of the programs avaiCabCe in your 
neighborhood?" Some of the parents said they were 
expensive, others were concerned about the quaCity of 
services avaiCabCe in some of the programs. 

When they were asked, "JAre there any programs 
avaiCabCe in your chiCd's schooC?" 60% of the parents in 
the survey said "yes". JA Carge number of the parents 
feCt that our pubCic after schooC programs need to be 
restructured and more organized. They spoke out about 
the overcrowded cCassrooms and the Cack of supervision 
due to the Cimited staff emp Coy ed to the program. 
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SA majority of t fie parents said that the chiCcfren didn't 
ready 6enefit from these programs. AVhen the parents 
were ashed, 'What do the chiCdren do after schoof?" Most 
of the responses were very straightforward The 
parents indicated more or Cess the same Basic procedure. 
Some chiCdren were assigned chores and then they couCd 
watch teCevision. 

dhe resuCt indicated that these chiCdren spend their 
free time watching unsupervised teCevision programs. 
TChe parents used this means as a reward system for the 
chiCdren. One parent said, " It wouCd Be very unfair to 
set Omit on the amount of time chiCd spends watching 
TV j Another one said, 'dhe teCevision is the onCy means 
of entertainment in the house. It heeps them occupied' 
lAfew others say, "JAs Cong as the homework assignment 
was compCeted the chiCdren were free to watch their 
favorite programs. Some were concerned parents said, 
some of the programs may Be appropriate, But whatever 
the teCevision they are aCso seeing and hearing the same 
things from their peers. 

The survey aCso indicated that these chiCdren were 
not priviCeged to pCay outside after-schooC. ^According to 
the parents opportunities for neighborhood chiCdren to 
pCay together after-schooC have decreased owing to the 
Cack of responsiBCe neighborhood aduCt in cCose 
proximity. TChey aCso made ref zrence about drug 
deaCers who were using the chiCdren's p Cay ground as 
their main hanging out station. 
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The parents indicated that the chiCdren need to interact 
and p Cay with their peers hut their neighborhood is far 
from being safe especiaCCy in the afternoons. 

'The parents seemed to be more concerned about 
their chiCdren' s safety. One mother said, "I feeC 
comfortabCejust knowing that the chiCdren are in the 
house." A few parents said they didn't mind sending the 
chiCdren to the programs avaiCabCe before schooC but 
they wouCdnot support the after-schooC program unCess 
the neighborhood was safer. 

Once the norm, the married coupCe househoCd, with 
father emp Coy ed and mother at home caring for the 
chiCdren is a disappearing pattern. The economic 
concerns drive mothers to work Cong hours outside the 
home. Our rapid changing vaCue system need to address 
the youngsters who are pushed to take up aduCt 
responsibiCities far too earCy. 

Many weCC known studies have concCuded that the 
home and input of the parents are more infCuentiaC in 
the chiCd's schooC achievement than the input of the 
schoodng itseCf. 

The haCCmark of middCe chiCdhood is the chiCds 
participation in a widening circCe of new settings first & 
foremost of these is schooC. Mot surprisingCy, the quaCity 
of chiCdren' s adjustment to schooC is predictive of Cater 
adjustment, and criticaC to Cong term schooC success 
(JACexander & TntwisCe 1988 page 25) 
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Beers are a second group that has significant 
power on a chiCdat this time, if parents are not 
avaiCahCe, peers become an important support group. 

If it is avaiCahCe aft er -sc ho oC activities aCso 6ecome 
an important pCacefor these chiCdren to expand their 
know hedge, circCe of friends, their hohhies, speciab 
interests and feeb safe. It is for these reasons that afier- 
schooC programs must be deveCoped that fit the needs of 
the chiCdren and not just be a baby-sitting service. 

About 1/3 of aCC schooC age chiCd care programs in 
the VS are based in schools, according to the data from 
the Nat ionab Study of 'Before & After SchooC Trograms 
(VS T>ept. Of 'Education 1993, page 54) 

About haCf of aCC schooC based programs are sponsored 
by the Cast schooC; the other half are usuaCCy sponsored 
by community organizations. Schools pCay an 
important part therefore in deveCoping grad programs. 

if a program is to be sue cessfuC many factors must 
be taken into consideration. Tositive Interaction 
between staff , parents and chiCdren can create a 
program that wiCC be a sure success. 'The staff must 
enjoy chiCdren and working with them. They must be 
sensitive to chiCdren's feedngs and support them during 
times of stress. They encourage aCC chiCdren and do not 
discriminate for any reason. 

The staff shouCd heCp the chiCdren without having 
controC by betting the chiCdren suggest activities of their 
own interest and betting chiCdren beam by their own 
mistakes. 
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The ratio of staff to cfiiCcCren is aCso important in 
the success of a program. If groups are smaCC then there 
is more time for the individual attention that is so 
important for these chiCdren. 

After school programs do not work in 
isolation. Tarents pCay an important roCe. "The staff 
and parents must frequently communicate with each 
other in a non-threatening or judgmental way. They 
must form a partnership that wiCC create programs and 
solve problems together. If parents are active 
participants policies can he set that wiCC benefit aCC 
concerned. 



Another component of a successful after -school 
program is one that takes into consideration chiCdren' s 
daily life and aCCows time for relaxation, time to create 
and move through them at a comfortable pace. There 
should be a time for a snack and a time for that much 
needed rest. The scheduCe shouCd aCCow for these as wed 
as time for the chiCdren to participate in activities that 
they are interested in. The daiCy activities shouCd be 
wide and varied. There shouCd be outdoor as weCC as 
indoor activities. The programs shouCd have cCubs, 
hobbies, and creative programs as weCC as speciaC events 
and activities that chaCCenge them. If a chiCd needs a 
pCace to read, study or just daydream that must aCso be 



provided. 



Trograms need to be age appropriate. In earCy 
chddhood, chiCdren Cearn primardy through pCay either 
aCone or in smaCC groups. OCder chiCdren need to see an 
end pro duct. 
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AVhde both groups may join together for certain 
activities , the oCder chiCdren wiCC seek opportunities to 
pursue their own interests . 

'Budgets are a big draw bach in providing 
materials which are very important in a successfuC 
after-schooC program. Barents as weCC as staff pCay an 
important robe in this area. Both parents and staff 
must become resourcefuC. They must try to find 
sponsors and donations that wiCCfiCC the gap for much 
needed mat eriaCs. If the suppders are weCC stocked and 
varied they wid support creative, cognitive as weCCas 
fine and gross motor skids. 

lYith an after-schooC program that meets ad of the 
needs of the chiCdren and parents concerns can be 
somewhat Cessened. JA good program wouCd reduce the 
amount of time chiCdren are Ceft aCone feeCing bored. It 
wouCd reduce the risks of accidents and give chiCdren 
the time to be outdoors in a safe area. IVhde these 
programs cannot give the chiCdren a compCete sense of 
physicaC security even a smaCC amount of security can 
mean a Cot. It wouCd provide that much needed time for 
sociaC dev eCopment as weCCas time to deveCop new 
interests and skids. 
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